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Regulating ride-sharing in the peer economy 
 
Nicolas Suzor, Queensland University of Technology (QUT) Digital Media Research Centre 
 
Our research examines the challenges of digital disruption and the way that the struggle for 
legitimacy is playing out in mainstream and social media. We are developing computational 
models to help make better predictions about regulatory changes in these complex systems. 
Using ride-sharing as a case study, our team at the QUT Digital Media Research Centre 
seeks to develop the tools that policy-makers need to make evidence-based policy decisions 
in response to digital disruption. 
 
 
Digital disruption poses a serious challenge to many different industries. The entertainment 
industries were some of the first to face fundamental threats to their business models brought about 
by the internet. Film studios, television networks, and record labels have all had to rethink how they 
do business in the digital age.  
 
For a long time, the giants of the entertainment world tried to fight back in the courts. They 
successfully sued Napster and many more peer-to-peer networks that came after. They successfully 
lobbied for new powers of enforcement to help them catch the consumers who were using these 
new networks. While they had some wins in courts and in parliaments, the entertainment industries 
were never able to stamp out copyright infringement. Ultimately, these industries had to learn a 
hard lesson from digital disruption: consumer expectations are changing, and they had to do more to 
adapt. 
 
The challenge of digital disruption is increasingly facing other industries in the new digital 
economy. My own industry – education – is also going through a crisis. We need to think about 
how we can compete with massive global providers of educational resources and experiences who 
do not have our high infrastructure or regulatory costs. 
 
The challenges facing the taxi industry are unique in some ways, but they also share some 
similarities with digital disruption in other industries. One of the key points is that the main battles 
over the regulation of digital disruption is not fought in courts or legislatures. The real struggles are 
being fought in the court of public opinion, as new entrants work to convince different sectors of the 
public that their system is better at regulating the industry than the system of licensing and industry 
co-regulation that we are familiar with. 
 
Our research examines how this contest for legitimacy is playing out. The first part of this project is 
to map the themes and actors represented in mainstream media, and look at how those ideas are 
being discussed and amplified in social media. We will be able to show how well different ideas are 
resonating, and how these ideas change over time. 
 
The second part of our project is designed to influence these debates by developing better evidence-
based policy analysis. We are using computer science methods to model the work that is currently 
being done by the industry to increase standards and deliver high quality services. We are 
specifically looking to understand how different parts of this complex industry are inter-related: 
showing how questions of efficiency are necessarily bound up in questions about levels of service, 
controls over pricing, and different approaches to setting, upholding, and enforcing standards. Using  
simulation models of the industry, backed up by solid empirical evidence, we will then be able to 
make better predictions about the likely effects of any regulatory changes. 
 
The final component of this project is to better understand the regulatory role played by peer 
economy entrants. New digital networks provide new ways to regulate industries that are not well 
understood. Clearly, there are some efficiency advantages to coordinating networks through 
algorithms and software. But we believe there is a very pressing need to better understand the way 
that algorithmic systems work and what effects these might have in the medium to long term on 
measures of service quality, safety, labour relations, and equality.  
 
The challenges posed by disruption will become increasingly important to industries all across our 
economy. Our team is working to build the evidence base that can help to inform appropriate data-
driven public policy responses to these challenges. Our primary goal is to develop better conceptual 
models of the governance of complex systems by private actors and the available methods the state 
has of influencing their actions. We are very grateful to the Taxi Council Queensland for supporting 
this research, as well as to all those who have helped provide access to the data that underpins it. 
